Text Meets Technology: Creatively Writing for Digital Media by Klaebe, Helen & Bolland, Craig
  
 
Klaebe, Helen G. and Bolland, Craig D. (2007) Text Meets Technology. 
Writing in Education(43). 
 
  
This is the author-manuscript version of this work - accessed from   
http://eprints.qut.edu.au
  
Copyright 2007 National Association of Writers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Writing in Education/Aug 2007/klaebe&bolland 1. 
Text meets technology: creatively writing for digital media 
By Helen Klaebe and Craig Bolland 
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The digital revolution has meant that writers and writing are in a state of flux like 
never before. New technologies are not only impacting on how writing is produced 
and consumed, but also on the forms available to writers – forms that come with as 
many challenges as there are opportunities.  
 
Helen and Craig, the authors of this paper, are both authors and educators. We wear a 
number of hats and between us and write for a number of different media – novels, 
non-fiction books, courseware, film, the internet, multimedia. Keeping ourselves and 
our students abreast of the constantly-shifting landscape that is internet and print 
publishing is an ongoing challenge. At the core of this challenge is this – how do we 
keep what we teach in the classroom relevant? How do we teach ways of writing for 
new media that are actually ‘new’ and professionally useful for our students?  
 
We are both academics at the Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane, 
Australia. In recent years and with the introduction of web 2.0i, QUT’s school of 
creative writing has endeavored to keep abreast of new media applications that also 
offer new and engaging ways for our students to tell stories. In this paper we look at 
how we have used digital storytelling in the classroom, detailing what we’ve learned 
along the way. 
 
What follows here is ‘academic’ in tone – third person, fully referenced and so on. 
Please forgive the shift in gears as we now go on to look at what digital storytelling is, 
what it does, and how we’ve used it in the classroom. 
 
A brief history of digital storytelling 
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Firstly to define digital storytelling (hereafter DST) for the context of this article: 
generally, digital stories are produced in intensive workshops. The outcome is a 
combination of a personally narrated piece of writing which forms an audio track 
accompanied by photographic images and sometimes music or other aural ambience. 
These components amalgamate to produce a 2-3 minute film. Commonly, the thinking 
behind advocating this type of DST is to allow those who either do not have access to 
new media or to new media literacies the opportunity of producing an aesthetically 
coherent and interesting broadcast quality work that narrates a story using images and 
sound to a wider, public audience. 
 
Increasingly, visual life-story alternatives are being explored to offer an appealing 
alternative to written narrative-based discourse. Nancy Thumim (2005) focused her 
PhD work on ‘ordinary peoples’ stories, which she believes have become a familiar 
part of the media and cultural landscape in the UK. Thumin’s research discusses two 
projects, both of which invited members of the public to represent themselves—BBC 
Wales' digital storytelling project, ‘Capture Wales’ii and the Museum of London's oral 
history project, ‘London's Voices’iii—in order to explore some of the processes of 
mediation entailed in producing such stories for public display.  
 
As DST is a relatively new form of telling personally narrated storiesiv, Internet sites 
remain a major source of information, among them BBC Digital Storiesv, and the 
University of California at Berkley’s Digital Storytelling Centrevi. Steve Bellis, who 
was a member of the first Capturing Wales team with Daniel Meadows, is now 
teaches at the Centre for Digital Storytelling, Yale College, Wrexham, Walesviii. 
QUT’s Creative Industries Faculty is at the forefront of academic research and 
fieldwork projects using DSTix and in response to the growing demand for DST in 
Australian community projects, the Melbourne-based Australian Centre of Moving 
Image (ACMI) formed a commercial DST unit in 2004x. Their philosophy and 
delivery remain similar to the Berkley and BBC intense workshop models, where as 
at QUT there has been a shift in both delivery and the philosophy behind the media.  
 
DST, mediation and the classroom 
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“Cultural citizenship” is a term that is growing increasingly popular to describe the 
fact that people may be citizens of a particular culture, rather than (or in addition to) 
citizens of a nation. In his book ‘Modernisation Trends in Southeast Asia’ Terrence 
Chong defines cultural citizenship as, “unlike conventional citizenships which are 
defined according to nationality, cultural citizenship puts culture and ethnicity as the 
central definition of citizenship” (Chong 2005, 30). A traditional premise of this 
notion encompasses the right and freedom to express one’s own culture and beliefs, as 
well as the responsibility to accept the right of others to express their views and 
values. The mediation of these expressions is a critical concept here – there is a 
philosophical and qualitative difference between collecting and filtering someone 
else’s story (as with traditional documentary and media models) and enabling the 
subject of the story to tell their own story in their own voice. Collaboration and 
dialogue are intrinsic parts of the production and consumption of citizen media and 
vernacular creativity forms. 
 
The abundance of new media applications as vernacular creativity (Burgess, 2006) 
options, gives the creative writer a whole new swag of tools besides their pen or 
laptop to produce creative narrations, making it an exciting yet challenging era for 
university educators. 
 
These challenges are reflected in the curriculum and teaching delivery methods used 
in this creative writing undergraduate unit. While digital storytelling was initiated in 
community projects, differences between UK and US digital storytelling models 
remain marginal, yet conversely research at QUT’s Creative Industries seems to be in 
a constant state of flux. Some of this flux is around the notion of how DST techniques 
may be best imparted within a classroom environment, as opposed to a small 
community group, as explored in the remainder of this article. 
 
Relating new media to creative writing  why bother? 
Writers operate in an increasingly complex world. As ‘new media’ (ie: online or 
digital) publishing continues to grow and traditional publishing models become 
stressed, writers need entirely new sets of skills to produce content that: 
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• may be in conversation with its readers (rather than dictated to them)  
• may involve team work with IT and graphics professionals (and as such an 
associated understanding of their roles) 
• may be driven by design and aesthetic needs that are imposed by new media 
(the tone and structure of online writing can, for example, vary markedly from 
that required for its print counterparts) 
• is aware of and responds to rapidly emerging markets 
 
In teaching writers how, where and why they may be working in the future, in 
equipping them both theoretically and vocationally to operate within the world, it’s 
important to introduce ideas around new and emerging forms and processes of 
cultural production. Mark America quotes Ron Sukenick as saying,xi “Genre is 
traditional, medium is technological. We live in a technological culture, not a 
traditional culture.” While the kinds of things authors write about may not necessarily 
be in flux, the dissemination and publication options that they have available to them 
most certainly are. 
 
Sheahan argues that new media technology “changes not just the way we 'do' things, 
but has begun to change the very fabric of human society by changing the way we 
communicate” (Crawford, 2006) and as creative writing educators we need to 
continually examine new media forms that include opportunities for creative writing 
graduates.   
 
In terms of vocational skills, being able to author for new media environments is an 
increasingly important one for writers. As Merrill Perlman (who supervises the 150-
plus copy editors at the New York Times) writes, “I like to tell people that there are 
two ways to make it to the Times. One, win a Pulitzer. The other, know something 
about graphics and online design.”xii 
 
In 2007 while delivering creative writing: digital media, Bolland began each 
workshop by entering the key word “writer” into seek.com.au – a national job search 
engine.xiii He then displayed the local employment opportunities for writers that week, 
and then unpacked the skills that were needed to perform those jobs. Invariably, the 
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majority of them required new media literacies. 
 
Conventional publishing contexts come with numerous institutional barriers to 
participation for writers (for example, new writers may find it hard to ‘sell’ a piece of 
work without a track record, writers are vetted by different editorial layers who may 
have commercial rather than aesthetic agendas, writers are in a relatively low position 
of power vis-à-vis publishers and publishing companies and so on). Increasingly, 
writers are finding outlets for their creative work in online environments, where these 
barriers may be often absent or of a different nature.  
 
New media publishing platforms and social networking sites (and the boundary 
between those two terms is increasingly subject to slippage) are appearing with 
regularity. A somewhat startling example of this happened during the years of course 
delivery that this article covers, namely the appearance of Youtube. Between when 
the subject was offered in early 2006 and when it was offered in early 2007, 
awareness within the student cohort of the existence and purpose of Youtube had 
grown dramatically. Youtube was easy to use as an example of a dissemination 
platform that few people had heard of in 2005, to one that was culturally pervasive in 
2007 and that had already spawned a number of creative success stories, from 
aspiring actors to emerging musicians.xiv  
 
Why digital storytelling? 
DST was introduced to the unit creative writing: digital media in 2005. It was 
introduced because the literacies needed to produce a digital story were considered to 
be appropriate and important ones for a writer to have in their toolbelt. As well as 
teaching writing skills for non-linear environments (notably html based ones) it was 
felt by Bolland, the unit coordinator that other citizen-media and vernacular creativity 
skills were becoming equally important to learn. Creating a digital story requires an 
understanding of concepts around visual storytelling, script writing and design for 
streaming media. Furthermore, philosophically, it enabled the unit to cover notions 
around citizen media and citizen journalism in a way that writing for html based 
environments alone did not. 
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History of the unit 
An important note to make here is that the subject has no prerequisites, and assumes 
no technological literacies in the enrolled students. This is an institutional requirement 
rather than a philosophical one, and has necessitated many of the pedagogic 
approaches taken. In essence, the unit was designed for students who may never have 
touched a computer before. 
 
Prior to 2005, the main piece of creative assessment for this unit was a piece of 
hyperfiction – a non-linear creative work using html. Between 2005-2007, this piece 
of assessment has been retained, but has been downgraded in scope and assessment 
weighting in order to introduce a second piece of creative assessment, namely a 
digital story.  
 
The approach to implementing this latter assessment task has been changed in each of 
the years 2005, 2006 and 2007 in order to better reflect the needs and aspirations of 
students. In the end, both the idea of the form itself, as well as the methods used to 
instruct students in the skills required to produce one, have altered dramatically. We 
have developed a strategy for teaching DST that now differs markedly from 
traditional ‘story circle’ centred approaches – partly due to the numbers of students 
(more than 50) in the subject which requires a different methodology to small-group 
instruction, partly due to other institutional constraints (such as access to equipment) 
and partly due to an evolving philosophy of how DST sits within our curriculum. 
 
2005 
In 2005, DST was introduced to the undergraduate curriculum for the first time at 
QUT via the unit Creative Writing Digital Media. Early in the semester, after a 
conceptual introduction to both hypertext and DST, students were asked to select 
which of these forms they would like to work within in order to produce a final 
project. At this point, a digital story was being positioned in a fairly traditional way – 
a first-person, self-reflective piece using the ‘scrapbook aesthetic’ of images (usually 
personal photographs) set to an autobiographical narration. 
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Jean Burgess was brought in as an expert in DST to instruct the students in the DST 
stream on the various conceptual and technical aspects of putting a digital story 
together. The students were given the opportunity to create a digital story as an 
alternative assessment piece. About 15% of the students enrolled in the unit selected 
to make a digital story. Bolland informally explored the low response rate and found 
that many students did not seek this option, because they felt it was not ‘writing’ as 
they conceived it (ie: text-based fiction).  
 
There were also a number of technical issues associated with DST pedagogy in 2005. 
By aiming for broadcast-quality work and following a traditional DST delivery 
model, is was necessary to use specialist software (Adobe Premiere or Avid), sound 
recording booths and so on. Access to these resources became an issue during the 
semester. Despite this, the students who did opt for the DST pathway produced some 
very articulate and sophisticated work.  
 
2006 
In 2006, several differences in approach were made. They were: 
1. All students would now be expected to complete a digital story as well as a 
hypertext in order to have a practical as well as theoretical understanding of 
the forms and their underlying concepts. 
2. The traditional definition of a digital story began to be questioned, and was 
considered up for debate and analysis by the students. 
3. The technology platforms required to make a DST were reconsidered 
 
The second of these changes was made in order to more creatively challenge the 
students and thereby increase the likelihood that they would select a project they were 
personally invested in and would find, as writers, to be satisfying. In essence, we 
allowed the students to ‘break’ the DST form providing they could justify that 
breakage and make a case for where, in the marketplace/mediasphere such a story 
might be positioned. We enabled them to produce fictional digital stories (some used 
poems or humour as the basis for their scripts), instructional digital stories (some 
produced digital stories that were along the lines of how to make a favourite meal), 
advocacy stories and so on. 
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This represented a philosophical shift in what we considered the term and genre 
‘digital story’ to encompass. We reasoned that a digital story was more about form 
and process (for example the scrapbook aesthetic and the conceptual ties with citizen 
media that come with that aesthetic) than content and product. Furthermore, we began 
to position DST as being a citizen media entity, a way in which an ‘everyman’ (in the 
industrialised west, at least) might enter the mediasphere. 
 
Following from this was the realisation that the technological barrier should be 
lowered. We no longer required students to design ‘broadcast quality’ work – 
considering that the notion ‘broadcast quality’ tied the work to big-media in a way 
that the mediasphere no longer required. Students were therefore allowed to generate 
lower-resolution work and work without CD quality sound, providing part of their 
strategy was to disseminate their work in internet contexts.  
 
Because of this repositioning of what we felt digital stories were, we were able to 
create them in general computer labs rather than specialised environments, using 
more commonly available software. 
 
The unit was delivered through a multi-modal approach to teaching and learning that 
was comprised of lectures, tutorials, peer workshops, online workshops, and practical 
laboratory sessions. 
 
2007: 
After reflecting on the processes employed in 2006, we again made adjustments to the 
unit.  While the aims and objectives remained the same, the delivery and assessment 
components were altered. Less time was spent in formal workshops receiving ‘how 
to’ instructions, instead resource modules for self paced learning were used. This 
helped free up in class time to address problems and difficulties, or conceptual issues, 
rather than merely teaching how to use various programs.  
 
As a result, a lot more time was spent on the philosophy of citizen media, and digital 
storytelling was firmly positioned within the mediasphere as being an exemplar of 
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paticipatory, democratic media engagement. The software used to create the digital 
stories was again tweaked. In keeping with the philosophical approach that more 
citizens will participate in the mediasphere as the barriers to entry keep lowering, 
students used only freely available software to create their digital stories. They used 
Moviemaker (a free application with Windows XP) to put the visual narrative 
together, and a combination of royalty-free music sites and Audacity (a freeware 
program) to put together soundtracks. Students were also free to use alternative 
software, if they had access to it and preferred to do so. 
 
Also in 2007, a peer critique and assessment model was introduced. 30% of the 
assessment was now based on how effectively students assisted their peers in the 
creation and development of their individual projects. Several rounds of formal 
critique were scheduled throughout the semester, after which time students 
anonymously graded their peers according to set criteria sheets. The aim here was to 
increase students’ sense of ownership in the production process, and also to use peer 
expectation to engage students more robustly with their peer’s work. This was 
considered an important way to augment the strong bonds often formed by groups 
working on DST projects together. 
 
An alternative assessment approach was introduced in 2007 that allowed the option of 
creating a digital story for an industry partner, adhering to an industry-set brief (as 
opposed to making a digital story as per 2006’s vision). ‘Ferry TV’xvi, a digital 
signage network provider, was secured as a partner and potential distributor of the 
students’ work. Ferry TV provides content that is broadcast on Brisbane’s public ferry 
system, potentially providing an outlet for the students’ work to be accessed by 
hundreds of thousands of commuters each week. The brief document provided by 
Ferry TV however, stipulated that the digital stories could not include audio, further 
challenging the students who opted for this opportunity. These students successfully 
modified the DST form and produced very creative ‘silent’ digital stories. The 
emphasis was not loss on the script, but issues of visual storytelling and so on were 
firmly placed at the fore. About 30% of students opted for this alternative. 
 
Lessons learned 
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The teaching of DST, like most new media applications, is challenging because every 
aspect of it is new and changing at such a rapid pace. It is a complex task to 
synthesize the valuable theoretical insights provided by DST experts into a coherent 
approach to the practical component of this unit. Other important issues to be aware 
of in teaching DST at a tertiary level is the greater divide that these technologies are 
creating between: wealthy and poor, who has access to the technology (socio-
economically and gender in particular) and how these issues play out in affecting 
local, national and global knowledge growth.  
 
Writers will need to have an array of writing skills to draw on, as professionally 
employed graduates. The rapidly changing employment market is confirming that the 
use of new media by writing graduates is not considered ‘new’, but rather, an 
‘expected’ skillset of a Generation Yxvii graduate, thus requiring a need for some 
creative writing units, to rise to the challenge. Correspondingly, writers will 
increasingly need to offer examples of their work in portfolios that is not all text 
based, in order to secure work. 
 
DST is a good exemplar presently, but this will inevitably change, as indeed the form 
itself already has. Due to the availability of Web 2.0 digital technology, amateur users 
now have the technical means for generating creative and innovative content and if 
creative writing at a tertiary level is going to remain innovative and creative, it must 
continue to be relevant and engaging for undergraduates. The skills that will be 
expected of writers by their future employers in the ‘real world’ are not only 
important as creative writers, but as new media citizens, if we are to maximise our 
ability to capitalise on digital ‘lifestyle’ products, including DST.  As global citizens 
we can all benefit from understanding the link that leads to the creative application of 
these tools for the purpose of participation, education and innovation as, “Fostering 
human talent and digital creativity outside formal school or workplace environments 
will favourably nurture societal and cultural values – promoting a socially inclusive 
innovation culture and economy” (Burgess, Foth & Klaebe, 2006). 
 
Perhaps it is fair to argue that the transformation of computer networks in the last five 
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years has exponentially extended the possible applications available to creative 
writers. This sudden expansion and the short ‘currency’ time frame associated with 
new applications has made it impossible to establish a traditional approach to 
pedagogy in undergraduate teaching programs.  With ‘popular’ applications changing 
at such a pace, there are many relevant forms for students to explore. It is therefore an 
ongoing challenge for tertiary educators to continually develop and refine appropriate 
delivery modes suitable for DST that recognises this and yet do not allow the media to 
be taught through ‘examples only’ either. The commitment to a collaborative 
approach between academic teaching and research staff, and industry is also 
important as we continue share ideas, implementing an action/ reflective research 
model as the journey continues. 
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i A comprehensive definition of web 2.0 is given by Tim O’Reilly in his online article 
“What is Web 2.0” (http://www.oreilly.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/what-
is-web-20.html accessed 20.5.07). Briefly, the term describes a move towards 
collaborative, user-led technologies where co-creation of communal knowledge and 
user networking predominates, rather than static information models, where users are 
‘given’ content rather than having the opportunity to participate in the development 
thereof. It acknowledges the fundamental trend away from the Internet providing 
access to information towards the Internet providing access to networking 
opportunities wherein information is created – a seismic shift in how the Internet is 
being used. Social networking sites such as facebook, myspace, youtube and so on 
reflect this trend and are now some of the most visited sites on the Internet. 
ii http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/capturewales/ accessed: 12.5.07 
iii http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/archive/londonsvoices/ accessed: 12.5.07 
iv The first digital storytelling centre was formed in Berkley by Jo Lambert and Dan 
Atchley and opened in 1994. http://www.nextexit.com/dap/conv1.html accessed: 
12.5.07 
v http://www.bbc.co.uk/tellinglives/  accessed: 12.5.07 
vi http://www.storycenter.org/ accessed: 12.5.07 
viii http://www.yale-wrexham.co.uk/digitalstories/ 
ix For instance:  ‘Youth Internet Radio Network’ (YIRN) project,   
http://cirac.qut.edu.au/yirn/ accessed: 12.5.07; the ‘information, communication, 
technology Poverty Reduction’ (ictPR) projects, http://cirac.qut.edu.au/ictpr/ 
accessed: 12.5.07; the Sharing Stories project, www.kgurbanvillage.com.au/sharing 
accessed: 12.5.07;  numerous research publications (for instance, Burgess, 2006; 
Burgess, Klaebe &Foth, 2006; Klaebe, 2006; Tacchi, 2006; Russo & Watkins, 2006); 
and a DST book to be published in early 2008, Story Circle: Digital Storytelling from 
around the world. The latter will be edited by QUT based researchers John Hartley 
and Kelly McWilliam and will share academic research experiences in this field.  
x http://www.acmi.net.au/A554C28946174605B0BFFFC34642B6A7.jsp accessed: 
14.5.07 
xi From http://www.altx.com/amerika.online/amerika.online.5.2.html accessed: 
14.5.07 
xii From http://newslink.org/emcol14.html accessed: 15.1.06 
xiii http://seek.com.au/  accessed: 16.5.07 
xiv See for example the USA Today article by Andrew Kantor entitled “Youtube 
success proves content, not slick production is king” 
http://www.usatoday.com/tech/columnist/andrewkantor/2006-09-21-youtube_x.htm 
accessed: 20.9.07 
xvihttp://www.sd.qld.gov.au/dsdweb/v3/guis/templates/content/gui_cue_cntnhtml.cfm?
id=47040 accessed: 16.6.07 
xvii The term Generation Y was first used in an August 1993 Advertising Age editorial 
to describe children born between 1984 and 1994. That said, it’s a slippery term and 
is now used to include, depending on the author, anyone born as early as 1976 and 
late as 2000. Generation Y (and it’s a western-centric term, clearly less applicable to 
those in developing nations) are often considered “digital natives” – having grown up 
 Writing in Education/Aug 2007/klaebe&bolland 13. 
                                                                                                                                      
with the internet and other modern communication technologies as an ambient part of 
their world. The terms Echo Boomers and MTV Generation are to an extent 
synonymous with (or at least overlap) the term. 
